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<abstract> 
This paper engages with debates about whether comprehensive prior specification of 
criteria and standards is sufficient for informed professional judgement. A preoccupation 
has emerged with the specificity and explication of criteria intended to regulate 
judgement. This has resulted in criteria-compliance in the use of defined standards to 
validate judgements and improve reliability and consistency. Compliance has become a 
priority, the consequence being the prominence of explicit criteria, to the lack of 
acknowledgement of the operation of latent and meta-criteria within judgement practice. 
This paper examines judgement as a process involving three categories of assessment 
criteria in the context of standards-referenced systems: explicit, latent and meta-criteria. 
These are understood to be wholly interrelated and interdependent. A conceptualisation of 
judgement involving the interplay of the three criteria types is presented with an 
exploration of how they function to focus or alter assessments of quality in judgements of 
achievement in English and Mathematics. 
 
Keywords: professional judgement; criteria and standards; disciplinarity 
  
 2
 
Introduction 
In the assessment of student work using standards and marking guides it is generally accepted 
that human judgement is central to the assessment process. This observation holds even in 
examination contexts involving multiple-choice questions. Current assessment debates 
concern the specificity of the standards and related preset criteria (Sadler 2009; Torrance 
2007). Building on published research about judgement we argue that while attention to 
standards formulations and representations is necessary, of equal importance is attention to 
the nature of judgement practice. Agencies, governments, universities and examination 
boards are preoccupied with the provision of standards with an expectation that such 
provision will result in consistency and reliability in grading. In effect, standards have been 
championed as key to public confidence in improvement and more effective education 
systems. The assumption appears to be made that the act of explicating and publishing 
official criteria and standards will, of itself, result in improved accountability and 
transparency. Moreover, this assumption gives emphasis to the explicit or defined features of 
quality (standards) to the neglect of judgment practice itself. We argue that the focus for the 
twenty-first century should be: standards and judgement and decision-making. In what 
follows we explore the complexity of human judgement. We take judgement to mean “the 
operation of the mind involving comparison and discrimination by which knowledge of 
values and relations is mentally formulated” (Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary 2006). 
So, “judgement comes from the human mind and it is based on what you yourself know, it 
comes from knowledge of all kinds and from many different sources” (DiBiago and Hoeg 
2006, 42).  
Consistent with this position, first we focus on how judgement can be understood as 
essentially interactive and responsive, involving the operation of explicit, latent and meta-
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criteria. Second, we consider how judgement practice is enacted in different disciplinary 
contexts, and how the three categories of criteria are integral to how teachers arrive at 
decisions of quality. Third, attention turns to a way forward and the potential of moderation 
practice to build confidence in the application of standards to realise accountability to the 
profession, the public and educational systems. 
 
Part one: judgement as interactive and responsive 
In recent times there has been a move towards assessment tasks that extend to more complex 
cognitive demands (such as, critical thinking, creativity and design, evaluation, problem 
solving and ethics) requiring divergent or open-ended responses from students that have no 
single correct answer, solution or result. This move requires a concurrent move in the 
guidance to practitioners in how to use defined standards and criteria in ascribing quality to 
student work and awarding grades. The challenges that present for practitioners are that in 
assessing constructed responses on more open-ended tasks, differences in judgements can 
occur. These differences may reflect varying and divergent interpretations of the standards 
and the use of mark schemes that may result in attending to certain features more so than 
others (Glaczi, ffrench, Hubbard and Green 2011). These differences may also reflect 
different expectations of quality as well as issues associated with rater and inter-rater 
reliability over time. Further, different levels of expertise, assessment experience, and 
knowledge in the judgement and decision-making processes can also be influential. This 
observation raises the issues of threats to the marking quality or mediating influences on 
judgement in the assessment of complex constructs. Studies of the threats to judgement 
consistency have identified construct-irrelevance, with assessors giving attention to features 
other than those specified, or effectively reweighting the construct (Newton and Meadows 
2011).  
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While considerable research attention has been given to the development and use of 
assessment scales, which incorporate criteria, until the mid-1980s little attention had been 
given to the source of criteria, their role in assessment process, and indeed, the types of 
criteria at play in judgement practice. Sadler (1985) argued that whereas criteria can be useful 
to what he referred to “feature-by-feature” it is not always possible that distinct criteria can 
be defined into existence. He offered three related reasons for this. First, he pointed out that 
criteria might overlap because the meanings of words may have fuzzy (unclear) rather than 
sharp (defined or absolute) boundaries. Second, he argued that, “the universe of human 
discourse is not co-extensive with the universe of human experience” (Sadler 1985, 294). In 
at least some cases therefore, it may not be possible to produce criteria checklists or rubrics, 
which represent definitive decompositions, or exhaustive, retrospective accounts of the 
influences on an assessment decision. Third, criteria are highly abstract mental constructs, 
their specification is, according to Sadler, “a matter of interpretation and semantics, and not, 
strictly, of logic” (290). That is, the terms in which criteria and standards are written always 
remain open to varying interpretations, the latter being coloured, in turn, by previous 
evaluative experience.  
Collectively, these three reasons lend support to Sadler’s (1985) central argument that 
global or holistic evaluation is the fundamental basis for reflection and the source or starting 
point for identifying subsequent criteria. He described criteria as being embedded or “deeply 
rooted in experience” (293) and claimed that, “recognition, not reason, is the primary 
evaluative act and predates any criteria” (291). We suggest that this observation applies to 
standards. The implication of this, as suggested in Figure 1, is that the act of arriving at a 
judgement decision and the ways in which teachers develop evaluative experience in 
particular, are cyclical rather than linear. Assessment is inherently a social and cultural 
practice and teachers have varying levels of teaching and assessment experience. So, 
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characteristically each successive assessment does not have a definite beginning and end 
point. Instead, any act of judgement has a potential carry over effect beyond its application. 
The absence of boundaries or demarcation points means that the influence of previous 
judgements can flow into and colour each new or subsequent judgement. In effect, teachers 
carry their evaluative experience with them and as such, judgement practice is cumulative.  
Although this conceptualisation of the judgement process does not preclude the justification 
of an evaluation or grading decision in terms of anticipated criteria, it nevertheless makes 
clear that the precise influences on a particular point in time judgment may not be able to be 
made explicit either before or after its occurrence (Smith 1995). Underlying this is the 
understanding that because criteria have a fluid and tentative (as opposed to fixed or static) 
nature, it is unreasonable to expect any set of features to provide an accurate or wholly 
comprehensive statement of the quality of a student’s piece of work (artefact, performance, 
demonstration) by determining the number of criteria that have been met and those that have 
not. In effect, judgement cannot be understood as a technicist operation, involving the rigid 
application of prespecified weightings or criteria (Cooksey 1988; Hammond 1996; Cooksey, 
Freebody, and Wyatt-Smith 2007). 
 
Explicit and latent criteria 
Attention now turns to how judgement can be understood as essentially interactive and 
responsive, involving the operation of explicit, latent and meta-criteria. Again we draw on the 
work of Sadler (1985) who distinguished three types of criteria, which enabled individual 
assessors to amend or focus their expectations and assessment method, even while they are 
engaged in the act of judgement. The three different types of criteria are: 1. explicit or 
prescribed criteria; 2. latent or previously unspecified criteria which a teacher calls up during 
the process of judging, and 3. meta-criteria or the rules for use and non-use of both explicit 
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and latent criteria. Sadler suggested that there is a dynamic interplay of these criteria types, 
the latter representing something akin to the hidden or at least unstated agenda of the 
judgement process. In effect, this position presents an authorisation for teachers to call on 
additional, previously unspecified criteria, the grounds for this being that it is possible that 
either “the wrong criteria were used or the criteria were poorly articulated” (Sadler 1985, 
289). He claimed that although given criteria may be appropriate for most instances, non-
standard or latent criteria (those which were not anticipated), may legitimately come into play 
in particular cases. From this vantage point, the experienced assessor knows not only the 
anticipated or defined criteria, but also the rules for their use, including when not to use them. 
This opens the space for considering how teachers’ professional judgement may be 
determined by their knowledge of the published criteria, as well as by their understanding of, 
and willingness and confidence to use both latent and meta-criteria.  
This provides an opportunity for considering efforts to standardise grading and 
professional judgement. In one school of thought associated with the traditional assessment-
measurement literature and the prescriptive approach, dating from the early 1900s (Colvin 
1902; Rice 1902) and with continuing influence today, the interest has been in finding the 
formula or means for regulating the processes by which raters award grades and certify 
achievement. Driving this search has been the reductionist supposition that evaluations 
should be rational and that the work being judged can be taken to be an object or product 
which can be defined and described in terms of a common set of properties, a class; and that 
inter-rater reliability is dependent on training or calibrating raters to adhere to the described 
properties. In practice, adherence to preset criteria and standards overwrites other features 
and in this way, judgement can be taken to be limited to those performance features which 
can be directly observed, described and measured. From this position, there is no provision 
for calling on previously unspecified features or characteristics. (Readers may be interested in 
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Diederich (1974) for a discussion of his pioneering Analytic Scale and related discussion of 
the variability of reader judgements of writing). A second school of thought on judgement 
and grading recognises the potential limitations of rigidly adhering to prespecified features in 
all cases. From this position, the rater may need to go beyond the defined criteria and draw on 
the latent and meta-criteria to take full account of the qualities of the actual piece of work to 
be assessed (Sadler 1985). That is to say, the prespecified features are not taken as properly 
limiting or wholly regulating the rater’s perspective on what counts as quality. In the second 
half of this paper we explore how teachers of both English and Mathematics take up the latter 
position. 
We illustrate that the complexity of judgement practice is also evident when 
considering how assessments may involve multiple interlocking criteria among which trade-
offs are operationalised. The issue of whether it is possible and desirable for accountability 
purposes, to specify particular types of compensations or trade-offs, and the means necessary 
to promulgate these have not been fully examined to date. Additionally, whether teachers 
easily operationalise trade-offs, their confidence levels in so doing and what combinations 
they accept as legitimately influencing grading decisions remain problematic.  
Sadler’s (1985) theory of the origins and function of criteria and together with his 
recent insights (2009) into their dynamics suggest to teachers and policy makers that 
judgements are not exclusively made in terms of published criteria and standards . This view 
gives legitimacy to other types of knowledge and or “ways of knowing” (Belenky et al. 1986) 
that an assessor may call on during the assessment process. Here we highlight the distinction 
between rational (criteria-driven) assessment or feature-by-feature appraisal, and global 
assessment, the former associated with analytic approaches to judgement and the latter with 
holistic approaches (global evaluation). This distinction is of significance in accountability 
contexts where the increasing press is to ensure transparency and defensibility of decision-
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making. Central to this distinction is whether the authority for making the judgements resides 
with the teacher and not with any prespecified criteria as the published or official statement 
of quality.  
<Figure 1 about here> 
Teachers’ experience of the possible gap between rational or analytic assessment and global 
or holistic assessment has not been rigorously studied to date. This gap in understanding 
means that teachers have not been assisted to understand a possible lack of direct 
correspondence between their actual judgement practice on the one hand and the prespecified 
criteria used to award grades. A shift in emphasis away from the regulatory role of criteria to 
a consideration of the possible intersection of the three categories of criteria namely explicit, 
latent and meta-criteria, as they interface with knowledges including disciplinary, 
pedagogical and contextual, is now considered. 
 
Part two: arriving at judgements of quality, drawing on three categories of criteria in 
the different disciplinary contexts of English and Mathematics  
Year 4, 6 and 9 English and Mathematics teachers’ interview responses about their 
judgements of quality of student work using standards, and moderation practice, were 
analysed to identify how teachers interpret the criteria and how they understand their 
function. The teachers’ reflections about their judgement processes were analysed in relation 
to how they interpreted the roles of explicit, latent and meta-criteria and their 
interrelationships. What becomes apparent from this examination is how the teachers’ 
epistemic view of the discipline is influential in determining the approach to judgement, what 
is valued most in the assessment task, and the teacher’s consequent decision about when and 
how to draw on the three types of criteria in their judgement processes. The data are derived 
from an Australian Research Council Linkage project (2006–2009) concerned with teachers’ 
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implementation of new assessment tasks within the Queensland Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting Framework that involved teachers’ use of defined standards and moderation 
practice. This study was designed to research the links between standards, school-based 
teacher judgement and quality learning.  
The design for the study consisted of survey responses from middle school teachers; 
pre- and post-moderation interviews (164 total: 90 pre-moderation and 74 post-moderation); 
audio and observation data of moderation meetings, and artefacts including student work 
samples and system provided resources (Guides to Marking Judgements; Assessment Tasks). 
A total of 89 teachers (66 female; 23 male) participated from 49 schools (26 primary; 3 
Special (students with disabilities); 20 secondary), representative of the state, catholic and 
independent sectors. Of the 75 moderation sessions observed, 63 were face to face and 12 
were online, bringing together groups of teachers from across the Queensland.  
For many of the teachers interviewed this was their first experience of using standards 
to assess assessment tasks. The Queensland Comparable Assessment Tasks (QCATs) were 
designed to inform teachers of how to design tasks that addressed the higher order thinking 
skills required in the new curriculum as well as content or discipline specific knowledge. 
These tasks, together with the use of standards, constituted a major shift for these teachers. 
We have analysed how these teachers of different disciplines view epistemically the role and 
function of criteria and standards in arriving at judgements of quality of student work. In 
studying how teachers’ discuss their experiences it is possible to explicate analytically the 
three types of criteria in operation with other knowledges.  
Nvivo was used to identify categories in the corpus of data from transcribed 
interviews and moderation meetings. A constant comparative method of analysis was applied 
within and across data sets to identify emergent themes. The analyses drew on a 
multitheoretical approach that drew on three complementary sets of understandings: first was 
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Sadler’s (1989) writing on the formulation and promulgation of standards; second, a 
sociocultural view of learning and assessment (Shepard 2000; Murphy and Hall 2008; 
Wenger 1998), and third, understandings about language itself as inherently social and 
cultural (Voloshinov 1986; Kress 1989). 
 
Analysis of English teachers’ observations 
To begin we examine excerpts from the English teachers’ talk about their experiences of 
assessment and the process of judging the quality of student work using standards. From the 
analysis it would appear that English teachers are aware of latent criteria and their operation. 
They are also inclined to favour holistic approaches to judgement practice. In the following 
excerpt the teacher is aware of English teachers’ tacit knowledge that “grammar and 
vocabulary” are valued epistemically, and that although not made explicit until question five, 
these criteria remain latent or “in the back of our head”. The English teacher is aware that 
these criteria will be latent and may be drawn on in the judgement process. The moderation 
meeting is considered useful for calibrating interpretations of criteria and confirming 
judgement: 
 
Carolyn: ... for the most part everybody saw it the same way, which is good because, 
ah, as I said earlier, one of the things that I think that we struggle with is our 
interpretation of criteria. Interestingly enough the, we had a bit of debate over, um, 
grammar and vocabulary that was used, and that actually doesn’t come into it until 
question five or something on the criteria but I think as English teachers it’s one of the 
things you want to grab onto straight away because we can jump to it. So that was an 
interesting thing, that even though the criteria’s (sic) not asking for it, somewhere in 
the back of our head we’re still expecting it. 
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In this next example, the English teacher (Ben) indicates how the focus on explicit criteria, 
embedded within the standards, highlights the salient qualities for the particular genre being 
assessed. Ben can see the relevance of the assessment task not just for the subject English, but 
also for Social Science lessons. The particular assessment task that was assessed required 
students to adopt the genre of a newspaper article in their write-up of an incident using a 
reporting style. His response indicates an understanding of the role of the explicit criteria and 
his awareness of latent criteria of what constitutes “quite good English.” He understands 
meta-criteria or the unstated rules for arriving at a judgement of a particular standard (D). The 
teacher is aware that the criteria to be valued, in this task, are those connected to the 
understanding of the genre, not necessarily just the quality of the written work, or the fact that 
the teacher might know of the student: 
 
Ben: Now, some of the students to whom I gave a D, I felt very harsh in it, ah, 
because they’d written quite good English but they had not followed the key 
criteria of a newspaper article. The cues that said, “One sentence,” that’s all they 
had to write, the number of sentences. So the students did not listen, did not follow, 
did not do the job correctly. And probably that’s how, that’s what we’re learning from 
this. We can go back and we can build this in across the board, into Social Science 
and into English where we can do this as the children writing a story about a bush fire 
… or … mine disaster or whatever it may be. … So that’s what’s come out of it. And 
that’s the way we did it and, ah, and, ah, we just didn’t say, “Oh, Joe Blow’s going 
to get this regardless.  
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The way in which the criteria and standards are represented and promulgated suggests an 
approach to judgement of the overall grade (Wyatt‐Smith, Klenowski and Gunn  2010). Two 
different formats were used to represent the standards. First was a standards and criteria 
matrix with standard descriptors (task-specific descriptors A–E) along one axis and criteria 
(assessable elements) along the other (see Appendix 1). This representation suggested to 
teachers that they commit to the standard descriptors for each cell. This particular 
representation is limiting in that teachers come to believe that they must commit to a single 
description for each cell (Klenowski  2007). Further this representation constitutes a major 
design constraint in that it privileges the explicit criteria without acknowledging teachers’ 
understanding of the operation of latent and meta-criteria in their professional judgement 
practice. Sadler (2009, 169) has described how “fitting a work to the template so that the 
completed rubric is made to ‘account for’ the quality of the work is reductionist in principle, 
and to that extent, artificial, with validity lowered as a result.”  
 The second representation was a set of continua that took the form of shaded arrows 
(to describe the criteria or assessable elements) and to depict the notion of a range for each 
continuum (see Appendix 2). At the lower end of the continuum or bottom of the arrow were 
descriptors of least cognitive demand. Positioned along the arrow were descriptors of 
increasing cognitive demand with descriptors of most cognitive demand located at the top of 
the arrow or the opposite end of the continuum. This representation opened up the 
opportunity for teachers to draw on latent criteria, where appropriate, as the enactment of 
judgement was not constrained by a matrix representation of cells. Instead, teachers were 
afforded the role of matching the quality of the work to a range along each continuum. In 
using this representation teachers were able to consider the nuances, which are not explicitly 
defined, yet were apparent to the teacher in their act of judging the quality of student work. In 
this experience teachers are not looking at locating precise locations on the continua but 
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rather are making judgements in terms of vicinities located along the full range. This 
representation suggests an holistic approach to judgement of more complex and demanding 
tasks that elicit more open-ended responses to critical questions, or a variety of solutions to 
particular problems posed. This representation attempts to address the limitations of the 
alternative representation of a matrix by taking into account the understanding that teachers 
will draw on explicit, latent and meta-criteria in assessing the quality of the student work. 
 The understanding that the approach to judgement is aligned to the particular 
representation of the criteria and standards becomes apparent in the following English 
teachers’ observations. A predilection for an holistic approach to judgement practice appears 
reflective of English teachers’ epistemological view of the discipline of English, and the way 
in which English teachers come to view, read and interpret students’ responses. In assessing 
the quality of student responses to English assessment tasks teachers are making qualitative 
judgements as the nature of English assessment tasks are often more open-ended with no 
single correct answer. The act of making a qualitative judgement is not reducible to a set of 
procedures to be followed (Sadler 1989) and the act of judgement itself cannot be regulated. 
The following examples illustrate how English teachers have a preference for using an 
holistic or global approach to judgement over one which is more analytic. 
In this first excerpt the English teacher indicates how standards represented as continua 
supported an holistic approach: 
 
 I: So, how did you reach an overall consensus in your judgement ...? 
Ron: Well, I didn’t really have to, because there are four assessable elements 
(criteria), so you did get an overall feel for it anyway, but with this specific one here 
they were somewhere between an A and a B, somewhere between a B and a C, and in 
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some cases they did match up, but there just seems to be an anomaly there in the 
marking. 
I: So, what made you decide what, whether they were an A or whether they are a B 
when there was some mismatch? 
Ron: Well, as I said, overall there didn’t tend to be mismatches. You could, say, for 
example, they were between A and a B here, but they were a C here, a C here and a B 
here, they were generally a high C or a low B, so you made a decision that way. It’s 
just in the individual, individual assessable elements that I had a few problems, but 
not with the awarding of an overall mark. 
 
Ron appears not to be constrained in making the overall judgement “so you did get an overall 
feel for it anyway” but it is with the specified criteria that posed “problems”. His final 
statement suggests that criteria are highly abstract mental constructs and require 
interpretation, which is influenced by previous evaluative experience.  
Ron’s preference for a more holistic approach to qualitative judgement raises the 
important difference between analytic and holistic approaches and the issue of ‘granularity’ 
(Sadler 2009). In the former approach the teacher reaches a decision regarding the award of a 
grade by considering each criterion and in some cases awarding marks for each. These are 
then totalled, the decisions are combined, to reach an overall grade or mark. As Sadler (2009) 
suggests there is generally a rule or formula that is developed to inform the combination or 
build-up of the final mark or grade. This approach was more common among Mathematics 
teachers. The study showed English teachers were more inclined to holistic or global 
approaches to judgement, which involved them attending to particular merits of the work, and 
also making an overall judgement of quality. Further, English teachers provide explanations, 
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or a rationale, in support of the overall judgement because “criteria are constitutive elements 
of evaluative explanations or advice” (Sadler 2009, 161): 
 
 I: How did you reach your overall judgement...? 
Bob: ...we’re always looking for a global assessment. We’re not looking at a precise 
number in English, so you’re always looking at a global. We’ve got three criteria 
sections in English and a written task and you’re looking as an overall. So it’s not, it’s 
as objective as you can, but there’s a degree of subjectivity, of course. 
 
Bob is aware of the global nature of the approach to judgement and illustrates how his 
mindset aligns with his epistemic view of the subject English: the whole is more than the sum 
of the parts. The interplay of explicit and latent criteria becomes apparent in his reference to 
“a degree of subjectivity”. 
 Also heard in the above segment is how Bob grapples with the longstanding 
distinction between objective and subjective judgement. He discloses a view that because the 
actual judgement practice he had adopted is global, attending to overall performance, that it 
involves a degree of subjectivity. In effect, this supports our contention that there is a gap 
between the teacher’s experience of judgement as drawing on stated criteria and yet knowing 
that it is not wholly regulated by the criteria. Moreover, it appears that the teacher is uncertain 
about his own judgement practice and the legitimacy of drawing on latent, as well as 
prespecified criteria in awarding a final grade.  
 Another of the English teachers concurs in this next segment of teacher’s talk: 
 
Suzanne: English is inevitably going to have some subjectivity in it, um, and 
then I think this is the challenge with defining our criteria in each of the 
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standards because we want to, um, yeah, eliminate any pre-conceived ideas 
that the teacher would have about the student when they know their student 
and the effort that the student has put in...you want to reward effort but...you 
can’t, you’ve got to just mark what’s produced in front of you. So that is, is 
something that we need to be aware of that needs to be, yeah, eliminated, I 
guess. But it’s always going to be an issue.   
 
In the above response Suzanne is aware of how standards-referenced assessment requires 
interpretation and it is acknowledged that although the teacher may know the student and 
have “pre-conceived ideas”, the act of judgement must focus on the student’s work. This 
subjective aspect of judging quality is accepted as “it’s always going to be an issue”. 
When asked about the required level of specificity for the standards, the issue of granularity 
is again raised. Bob indicates how it is through the use of the standards in the award of grades 
that teachers gain an understanding of how specific the standards need to be to inform 
judgement. Bob raises the “danger of [criteria] being too detailed and almost verbose”. Sadler 
(2009, 169) states that any list of explicit criteria represents a choice behind which, lies “a 
much larger pool of latent criteria”. He suggests that, “working with a manageable number of 
criteria has to involve selection, but at least for written works, any sample of reasonable size 
leaves out the majority.” English teachers, as illustrated below, are often assessing written 
works, which require them to draw on the latent criteria as well as the explicit criteria: 
 
I: ...how specific do you consider these stated standards need to be? 
Bob: ... for English teachers who interpret every single letter, let alone every single 
word, they do need to be explicit and they need to be up-front and they need to be 
well-understood by people prior, perhaps, to doing anything with them. Um, but you 
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never really understand what they’re about until you are grading or you are using 
them. So, until you see them in operation it’s hard to know, but there is a danger of 
being too detailed and almost verbose about what you’re trying to do... so the 
standards have to reflect, really, it hones in therefore on what is it you’re really 
assessing. 
 
Analysis of Mathematics teachers’ observations 
The teachers’ epistemic view of the discipline and how this impacts on judgement practice 
becomes apparent in the following analyses of the Mathematics teachers’ observations 
relating to their use of standards. For these teachers notions of objectivity in discipline 
knowledge, correct answers, awarding of marks, correct use and transmission of factual 
content are valued. Barry explains how moderation for him involves a focus on the numeric 
marking scheme and the allocation of marks and even part marks. Barry appears to view the 
granularity of marks and the specificity of marking procedures as more objective than use of 
criteria in the moderation process: 
 
Barry: … within our school all the tests get passed around before they get given out 
… to make sure everyone’s, you know, happy with what’s on the test and that sort of 
thing and then the marking scheme goes around as well so they see where they’re 
supposed to give marks, and the marking schemes are very well set out to explain 
exactly where they give marks and where they don’t. … I’m not a big fan of criterion 
// 
Barry: Because it just opens up a lot more, a lot bigger can of worms for, ah, general, 
you know, you can be much more subjective rather than objective. 
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Barry values the ‘objectivity’ of allocating marks. Awarding grades, which entails the 
interpretation and use of criteria to assess the standard or quality of mathematical work is 
seen as subjective.  
 The desire for clarity and specificity in the explicit criteria was a common theme that 
emerged from the Mathematics teachers’ responses. It was as if the level of specificity and 
the grain size could regulate judgement and maintain objectivity and teacher confidence in 
the assessment process. Here Gay expresses how the grain size is a factor to be considered to 
ensure consistency in teacher judgement: 
 
I: What are the factors or influences that need to be considered to ensure consistency 
of teacher judgement? 
Gay: Particularly half-marks, um, where, um, if a student has the correct answer then 
it’s very easy to give marks, but where kids have part correct answers then that’s the 
thing that we really have to be more consistent in, where some teachers might be 
inclined to give a half-mark, um, where others might only give a quarter mark – that 
kind of thing. I usually find that, that’s the area that needs the most attention. 
 
The domain-specific beliefs about the subject Mathematics were revealed in the analysis of 
the teachers’ responses. A familiarity with marking as opposed to grading also became 
apparent for many of these teachers. The more coarse granularity of the criteria used to award 
the final grade appeared to present a problem for some, who found professional judgement 
involving criteria unfamiliar, and a disruption to their prior evaluative experience. Here Sarah 
reveals how she converts the score to a grade illustrating her preferred mode of marking 
without necessarily using criteria: “sometimes it is criteria and sometimes it’s just that score”: 
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 I: Have you used standards instead of a mark? 
Sarah: ...I give them a score and then I work out what an A, B, C, D, E percentage is... 
Um, sometimes it is criteria and sometimes it’s just that score, I work out, um // 
 I: Like 85 percent or above is an A? 
Sarah: Yeah, something like that. So, we agree, “If they have that much knowledge, 
well, we think that’s a very high knowledge of understanding of that topic.” 
 
In the following excerpt Leanne makes the comparison with English and other Key Learning 
Areas (KLAs) and indicates her preference to use more quantitative measures to assess 
students’ work so that the final grade is not “wishy-washy” but fine-tuned so that parents can 
be told that their child received eleven marks out of twenty or eighteen marks out of twenty. 
Again this reflects the teacher’s confidence in using marks and a finer grained marking 
system: 
 
I: And in terms of getting consistency across the teachers when you’re doing that test, 
I mean, is it a test that’s just, sort of, number-based or do you use standards and 
criteria? 
Leanne: No, we’ll still use criteria as well. It’s probably still a little bit number-based 
with Maths, probably still, ah, but with our English or with our other KLAs we’ll use 
our other criteria sheet, um, and a rubric and do it like that. Although some find even 
with the rubric, I still find that I still allocate some type of number just for myself just 
to, to fine-tune it, and just so if I know that I’ve got parents coming in, um, I need to 
be able to say, “Well, this is, overall...” Some don’t really understand the rubric 
enough and it can, even though I’m finding it a lot easier to work with now it can 
sometimes seem, um, not wishy-washy but, ah, not clear enough, and they want to 
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know, a lot of parents want to know, “No, they got eleven out of twenty,” or, “They 
got eighteen out of twenty,” not, “Oh, they’re falling in a C-grade,” you know? 
Sometimes that’s, they want to know, “Okay, so a C. But what is a C against 20?” 
 
In the main Mathematics teachers favoured a more analytic approach to judgement and a 
desire for more clarity and specificity of criteria with a measurement focus of numerical 
scoring. This is also evident in Heather’s pedagogical repertoire for the use of decision-
making using very specific information: 
 
I: … can you describe your experience of working with stated standards to inform 
your judgement? So how specific do you think they need to be? 
Heather: ... I think vague words, like, “It’s clear,” you know, “Explained clearly” or 
“Explained” were just ridiculous, you know? They’re just general words that have no 
meaning. They have to, they have to be specific, “They did this,” or “They mentioned 
three things or two things or...” But just to say, “It’s clear,” that was too vague.  
 
In the following excerpt Denise expresses her understanding of teacher judgement. We can 
hear the influence of prior expectations and aggregation and averaging of As, Bs and Cs: 
 
Denise: I sort of figured if they got ...four As and one B, then they were an A. If they 
got three As, a B and a C I was, you know, a bit more... So that’s where the teacher 
judgement component came into it.... And, yeah, I knew they were going, before we 
even opened the book I knew they were going to be As. I was just disappointed they 
didn’t get it all right. Silly kids making mistakes. 
 
 21
The type of assessment tasks was a factor that disrupted the majority of these Mathematics 
teachers’ established pedagogic and assessment interpretive repertoires. The QCATs had 
been designed to assess critical thinking and the Mathematics tasks included a requirement 
for students to reflect on their solutions and to communicate how they had solved the 
problems. Critical thinking involves purposeful, self-regulatory judgement (Facione 1998). In 
assessing critical thinking it is important for the assessor to consider the evidence, context, 
conceptualization and methods demonstrated in the work. The teacher’s judgement involves 
much more than making a decision as to whether the answer is correct or not; it requires more 
than one source of information involving explicit, latent and meta-criteria. Charlotte 
comments on how the different type of task and the complex character of the task added new 
dimensions to the Mathematics teacher’s pedagogical and assessment understanding. The 
characteristics of the assessment tasks were such that students were expected to illustrate 
their ways of working mathematically in addition to the solutions to the mathematical 
problems posed. This required students to reflect and critique the quality of their 
mathematical thinking and solutions: 
 
Charlotte: ... that the kids had to, ah, use as a strategy to work out the problem. ... 
what I was looking for as far as the communication aspect. ... in ... Maths, from what 
I’ve seen so far, ... kids just arrive at an answer without communicating that answer or 
without, um, using that answer as a reference point to another question to answer 
something else. So I can, I’ve seen the kids purely do maths and arrive at a specific 
answer and not communicate that answer back, you know, from the question. … 
 
Conclusion: a way forward and the nature of informed judgement practice  
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As might be expected, individuals within any single discipline do not necessarily present as 
an homogeneous group, neither are the discourses about assessment criteria and standards in 
education consistent and fixed entities. While acknowledging this, the primary focus of this 
paper is with how different discipline communities (that is, different discourse communities) 
characteristically construe, even appear to prescribe, the subject positions and practices to be 
adopted by the teacher as assessor, and more specifically, the function of defined criteria and 
standards in professional judgement.  
The case has been put forward that the English and Maths classrooms are appropriate 
sites for exploring the gap between holistic and rational (or wholly prespecified criteria- and 
standards-driven) judgement. Building on earlier judgement studies in a range of fields: 
social policy (Hammond 1996, 2007); research methods (Cooksey 1996, 2007); education 
(Smith 1995; Wyatt-Smith and Castleton 2005; Klenowski and Wyatt-Smith 2010), the 
discussion makes clear the lack of direct correspondence between the experience or act of 
appraising and the words used to account for the outcome of the appraisal process (Sadler 
1985).  
The paper also illustrates differences in the talk and practices of the English and 
Maths teachers. More reflective of analytic judgement practices, the Maths teachers tended to 
give emphasis to stated standards and criteria as a-historical, value-free, stable indicators of 
quality. This emphasis is in the assessment-as-measurement tradition. Specifically, it 
continues to encourage teachers to devalue their own first-hand assessment knowledge as 
subjective, informal, anecdotal, and as leading to a corrupted or error-ridden failure to discern 
the objective worth of a piece of work. It is also this tradition that encourages teachers to 
ascribe to themselves what Probst (1989) described as ‘a crystalline objectivity’ that he 
claimed they cannot possess. The talk of the Maths’ teachers for example, shows the 
continuing appeal of ‘being objective’ in marking. This reflects the concern for control, 
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objectification and quantification, while the talk of the English teachers, more reflective of 
holistic judgement approaches, was often intuitive, usually nonnumerical and drawing on 
direct observations and dialogic interaction with the learner. Also heard was a characteristic 
lack of confidence in self-knowledge as assessor, a finding also made by Smith (1995). 
There is no suggestion in this paper that teacher autonomy in judging student work 
against defined standards should be reduced. Instead, we acknowledge that standards are 
central to system efforts to make expectations of quality explicit. In the current high 
accountability context, we identify that the tension between teacher interpretive freedom and 
normativity needs to be brought to centre stage as a high policy and research priority. One 
approach would be to focus sharply on judgement and on the evaluative stance teachers are to 
adopt when using standards to judge student achievement. The term evaluative stance is taken 
to include the teacher’s identity as assessor within a discipline, the practices they adopt in 
their responsibility for judging the quality of student work, and their deeply held beliefs about 
how judgement should properly occur. This would involve investigating how standards 
statements acquire meaning through use and in relation to their i) syntactic and generic 
options; ii) different disciplines, and iii) different sites of practice. The first of these refers to 
the choice of wording or the terminology used to communicate the expected characteristics of 
quality, as well as the format (verbal descriptor; continuum; matrix) chosen for representing 
the criteria and standards. 
The second relates to epistemological choices, that is, the choices regarding the 
constructs of the discipline to be assessed. For example, in English the teachers spoke of the 
genres (e.g., report) and expected linguistic features (grammar), and use of vocabulary, while 
the Maths teachers tended to value factual content knowledge that they could ‘mark’ either 
right or wrong. Further, the different sites of practice include individual application as well as 
deprivatising judgement practice, say in the context of social moderation. 
 24
Pursuing this recommended research agenda would be misguided if it were to attempt to 
differentiate ‘correct’ from ‘incorrect’ practices. The primary concern should be with 
developing practices that support teachers’ use of standards to secure reliable and consistent 
judgements. To this end, we propose the following components for a strategy to support 
teacher use of discipline standards: 
 
 elaborated guidelines about on-balance judgement processes, focusing attention on 
how teachers consider the qualities of the work against each of properties of the 
standards (e.g., A-E) and how they analyse the configuration of the properties to 
determine those that are dominant in the student work  
 exemplar student work (on a task, extended to a portfolio) indicative of the standards, 
illustrative of a particular achievement level (A-E). While these could be located as 
within-band level, they could be more usefully chosen to illustrate the absolute 
minimum requirements for work judged to be a particular level. Such threshold level 
exemplars would be particularly useful to illustrate the minimum requirements for a 
particular level such as a C level. The role of these materials is to illustrate different 
ways of satisfying the stated requirements of the standards 
 descriptive reports of student achievement accompanying the exemplars to give 
insight into the factors that influence the overall judgement and the final achievement 
awarded. Such reports provide information about the decision-making processes of 
the teacher in the arrival at an overall judgement, including specifics about how trade-
off of perceived strengths and limitations occurs. 
 
This mix of components provides opportunity for beginning and experienced teachers to 
reflect on how any set of defined criteria and standards remains constantly open to 
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negotiation and interpretation. Moreover, it supports the move to focus on judgement practice 
as involving not only defined or prescribed criteria and standards, but also the potent 
influence of latent and meta-criteria. In promoting this direction, we recognise that the act of 
sharing interpretations and applications of latent (‘tacitly known’) and stated criteria can 
represent risks to teacher assessors. As Sadler (2009) has pointed out, this sharing is best 
undertaken through “sharing experiences in an environment characterised by mutual trust” 
(170). 
Our proposition in this article has been to challenge the dominant discourse of stated 
criteria and standards as the fixed and regulatory influence on judgement and advocate an 
alternate discourse of professional judgement involving the interplay of the three categories 
of criteria and standards discussed in this paper. The potential of such a challenge is to move 
beyond judgement as rule governed practice and to open a space for robust discussion about 
ethical professional judgement that recognises equity, ethnicity and socioeconomic 
difference. 
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Appendix 1. Year 6 English criteria and standards – matrix 
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Appendix 2. Year 6 English criteria and standards – continua  
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Figure 1. Criteria and the appraisal process: the gap between holistic and rational evaluation. 
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